Music Therapy: Clinical Implications for Individuals with Dementia by Schwartz, Violet & Elwood, Natalie
 CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR MUSIC THERAPY FOR
PATIENTS WITH DEMENTIA
 Natalie Elwood, Violet Schwartzsmith, BA; Graduate Sponsor: Yvonne Rogalski,PhD, CCC-SLP
Department of Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology, Ithaca College
Deterioration of cognitive functioning, most notably impacting
memory.
Onset of certain behavioral and psychological symptoms
(BPSD), including observed behaviors as agitation, anxiety,
depression, and apathy. ² ⁴ ⁷ ¹⁵
Lower quality of life (QOL), defined in one study as having good
self esteem, feeling like you belong, and feeling accomplished.¹²
What is Dementia?
Symptoms of Dementia
Dementia is a neurological condition characterized by deterioration
in cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional functions currently
affecting about 50 million people worldwide. ⁹ ¹¹ ¹³
 
What is Music Therapy?
Limitations
Music Therapy for Cognition
Music Therapy for Behavior
Characterized By:
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Music therapy is the use of active and passive music interventions,
such as listening and playing music, as a means to accomplish
clinical goals set by the therapist and patient.  ⁵
Music based interventions were found to have moderate-significant,
positive outcomes for managing negative behavior(s) in patients with
dementia. 
Music based interventions were found to reduce cognitive decline
and improve certain cognitive functions, including:
Depression: Multiple studies reported that depressive symptoms reduced after general
music intervention practices; especially in the long-term. ¹⁰ 
Anxiety: The use of familiar music (listening and singing) significantly reduced anxiety in
patients with moderate to severe dementia. ⁵
Agitation: Active participation with familiar music via dancing, singing, and playing,
seemed to lower agitation immediately, but no evidence found for its efficacy long-term
and outside of nursing homes. ⁶
Apathy: Active participation, specifically music making, seemed to demonstrate greater
affects in reducing apathy compared to listening to music. ⁴  
Autobiographical and episodic memory ¹
Emotion of the music played a role in memory recall; sad music was most effective
for recalling autobiographical experiences.⁸
Psychomotor speed ¹
Executive function domains ¹
Global cognition ¹
Neuroplasticity Increases in neural activity in the right angular gyrus and left lingual gyrus
were observed in dementia patients who received music therapy (singing training). This
implies that music may play an important role in the neuroplasticity mechanism. ¹³
Active music therapy interventions involving familiar music showed increases in:
One of the few evidence based, non-
pharmaceutical treatment available
(recommended use in conjunction with
medication). ¹ ¹⁰ 
Response to music is relatively
preserved even in the most advanced,
severe cases. ²
 
Music based intervention showed positive outcomes on
improving QOL in some analyses and reviews:
Music Therapy lacks a standardized
practiced and consistent, clinical schema.
However organizations like the American
Music Therapy Association are working to
consolidate and establish standardized
practices for music therapists. ⁵ ¹⁷
Due to the lack of an official, professional body of music therapists
and clinical practices, many studies support, but cannot
conclusively say that music therapy creates positive outcomes for
people with dementia. 
It is difficult to measure what music interventions are most
effective in increasing positive outcomes for individuals with
dementia because of a lack of standardization. ⁴ ⁵ ¹⁰ ¹⁶ 
Since there is no known cure for dementia, the use of music
therapy (and most treatment methods) prioritize positive
outcomes for the patient that improve quality of life.
Music therapy was found to
improve QOL short-term
(immediately following therapy
sessions); no evidence found for its
efficacy long term (6 months
following sessions).¹⁰
 
Music interventions created by a
music therapist and administered
by certified nursing assistants were
found to improve QOL for patients
with moderate-severe dementia
living in nursing homes.¹²
Other studies found ambiguous results ⁴
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